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Lights, Camera, Confidence: The Effects of Theatre on Self-Esteem
Morgan Savatgy
Dr. James Al-Shamma
Self-esteem is defined as “a confidence or satisfaction in oneself”(Merriam-Webster). It
is a concept with which I struggled a lot in middle and high school. An outlet that assisted me in
improving my self-esteem was theatre. My involvement in my high school’s theatre department
was one of the first steps in building my self-esteem. I found a sense of belonging amongst other
artists, which consequently helped me to feel more confident in my abilities both as an actor and
a human. This, however, was my experience: my colleagues might feel the same way, but that
would perhaps be a skewed or biased result because they are all theatre majors as well. This led
me to wonder if theatre had the same effects on the self-esteem of other people. I asked several
questions while collecting my research. Firstly, what does theatre do for one’s self-esteem? If the
correlation between the two proves to be positive, how does theatre improve self-esteem? Lastly,
can other psychological factors that are positively impacted by theatre consequently improve
self-esteem? Based on the study of six sources, it appears that theatre training, education, and
therapy improves self-esteem by increasing social skills and levels of empathy.
A study conducted in 2017 analyzed the effects of drama education on college students
training to be primary school teachers. The college students in this study were asked if they had
any prior theatre training, and it turns out that “none of the students {had} received any sort of
formal drama training” (Cicek & Palavan 191). After receiving theatre education, however, the
results indicated an increase in self-esteem and confidence. This means a positive correlation was
found between theatre education and an increase in self-esteem. While a description of the type
of theatre education the college students received was not included in the methodology, the
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recommendation portion stated that theatre education should be “for at least two semesters in the
curriculum of college students {in the} primary education major” (Cicek & Palavan 199). This
insinuates that educators themselves can benefit from theatre and its teachings. Additionally, it
was recommended that theatre education be “incorporated {into} the curricula of other
educational levels aside from the college education to improve the students’ self-confidence
skills” (Cicek & Palavan 199). The college-aged test subjects reported after receiving some form
of theatre education, they felt more competent and capable of teaching “problem-solving skills
sufficiently,” thus leading to an increase in self-esteem (Cicek & Palavan 197).
Additionally, this source stated that theatre “helps students {with} communication
problems,” which relates to the effects of theatre on self-esteem in another study performed on
aphasic victims (Cicek & Palavan 188). Aphasia is defined as “loss or impairment of the power
to use or comprehend words usually resulting from brain damage” (Merriam-Webster). As a
result of a hindered use of spoken language, aphasic victims often experience a loss of social
skills, thus experiencing lower self-esteem. Some of the objectives of aphasic theatre include:
“encourage social interaction,” “develop self-confidence and encourage self-esteem,” and
“reinforce… self-support” (Côté 178). The study found these objectives were a reality for
aphasic victims: through the use of “drama workshops” and “theatrical play productions,”
aphasic victims felt a renewed sense of self-esteem (Côté 177). This coincides with the findings
of the other research that I examined: both the college students and the aphasic victims found the
effects of theatre on self-esteem to be positive. This increase in self-esteem can be attributed to
increased communication skills.
This can also be seen in another medical field: the mental health industry. In 2011, a
study was conducted to analyze the effects of playback theatre, which is described as “a
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community-building improvisational theatre,” on those suffering from various mental illnesses
(Moran 318). The following statement was about playback theatre and its effects on self-esteem:
Playback theatre is a community-building improvisational theatre in which a personal
story told by a group member is transformed into a theatre piece on the spot by other
group members. Playback theatre combines artistic expression and social connection
based on story-telling and empathetic listening, thus bringing together modes thought to
promote healing… The qualitative reports indicate recurring themes of enhanced
self-esteem, self-knowledge, as well as fun and relaxation, and enhanced sense of
connection and empathy for others. (Côté 318)
The study found that playback theatre was beneficial in assisting those diagnosed with
schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, PTSD, and depression to increase their self-esteem and
“interpersonal interactions outside of the class” (Moran 320). This study supports the two earlier
studies because theatre led to an increase in self-esteem due to improvements in social skills.
Similar findings were seen in another study that analyzed the effects of the increased presence of
the arts (specifically theatre) in public schools. A program called SPECTRA+, which stands for
“Schools, Parents, Educators, Children, Teachers Rediscover the Arts,” was used, and a positive
correlation was found between the presence of theatre in public schools and social and parental
self-esteem (“The Arts Make the Education Difference”). The test subjects reported that “social
interactions were easier and more positive” and believed that “their parents loved, supported, and
were proud of them” more than they did prior to this study: this is what the study refers to as
parental self-esteem (Luftig 224).
The mention of parental self-esteem raises a question: could self-esteem be affected by
other psychological factors? None of my research indicated a negative relationship between
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theatre and self-esteem, but it did suggest that there were other benefits that indirectly related to
self-esteem. A common example I found when researching this was empathy. A positive
correlation between self-esteem and empathy can be seen in other fields. A study was done that
examined the relationship between empathy and self-esteem in Chinese medical students, and the
results were as follows: “enhancing medical students’ self-esteem may be an efficacious way to
improve medical students’ empathy” (Huang 1). This indicates that an increase in empathy leads
to an increase in self-esteem because knowing that others care allows you to better care for
yourself.
A meta-analysis conducted in 2020 also considered the effect of theatre on both empathy
and self-esteem. In the introduction of this study, the following statement was made:
“theater-making has been recognized as particularly useful” in increasing levels of self-esteem
and empathy primarily because “empathy and self-esteem are important psychological resources
associated with human creativity” (Lewandowska & Węziak-Białowolska 237). It goes on to say
that acting “is argued to facilitate the deconstruction of an old self and the creation of a new
identity,” which ultimately creates a more “powerful, confident self (Lewandowska &
Węziak-Białowolska 237). This directly relates to the definition of self-esteem in that confidence
is increased. The conclusion of this study stated that the impact of theatre on empathy was
positive, thus the impact of theatre on self-esteem was also positive (Lewandowska &
Węziak-Białowolska 243).
The study mentioned that analyzed primary education majors in college also supports this
claim as well. It claimed that “creativity, self-confidence, and empathetic skills” had all increased
as a result of theatre (Cicek & Palavan 198). Another study that analyzed the effects of musical
theatre education on middle school students proved to have similar results. Theatre classes “have
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demonstrated positive influence[s] on… student self-esteem” (Kokx ii). To test this theory, the
participants received theatre training through a semester-long course in musical theatre training.
This course also included rehearsals for a production of The Music Man Jr. Case studies were
performed on willing participants, and the results indicated that while self-esteem was not
directly increased, “student flexibility, openness to change, and willingness to attempt new tasks”
were (Kokx 96). The study refers to this as “self-efficacy, a subset of self-esteem,” which
indicates that self-esteem was both indirectly and positively impacted (Kokx 96).
Knowing that theatre can greatly improve self-esteem, how can theatre be incorporated
into everyday life so that more than just actors can benefit? One option is to take suggestions
from these studies, beginning with students. As a result of legislation introduced in the early
2000s, specifically the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act signed into effect under the Bush
administration, theatre and other arts classes were “often sidelined, forcing {the} educational
curriculum to focus on academic subjects such as mathematics and reading” (Kokx 4). Although
other programming has since been signed into effect that makes “arts education a key aspect of
every child’s education,” such as the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) signed into effect under
the Obama administration, the stigma surrounding theatre cannot be ignored (Kokx 5). The
educational system in America should work towards destigmatizing the arts. When funding is
reevaluated both educationally and governmentally, the arts are usually the first to have reduced
funding. Education systems should start taking advantage of the known benefits of theatre on
self-esteem, self-confidence, communication skills, and empathy in our primary and middle
schools. Additionally, college students should be required to take more fine arts courses,
regardless of their major. I also believe that using alternative methods of treatment, like drama
therapy, in the medical field would produce great benefits. Options, like drama therapy, should
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be made available to better treat those afflicted with mental illnesses or even something like
aphasia. After examining these six sources, however, I conclude that theatre has a positive
impact on self-esteem because it improves social and communication skills and increases
empathy, which has been proven to increase self-esteem.
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